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ABSTRACT
Red Steel City is a historical residential complex
built 64 year ago for the first workers of the
Iron & Steel Complex in Wuhan, China, under
the help design guidance of the former Soviet
Union. Equipped with educational and medical
facilities, this “city” nearly meets every need
of the residents. Where residents worked boosted
the development of steel, which is considered a
prerequisite for industrialization, and where they
lived became the template for the era when China
was finding its footing in its incredible drive to
industrialization.
The original plan of Red Steel City did not
consider practical conditions like varying family
structures and the oversized courtyard space, which
could be interpreted as a waste in a high-density
city. The old workers have moved away, and it is
proposed to be young professionals housing. Due to

the shifting of users, sensitive intervention is
needed to meet new demands. By proposing modular
plug-in building units that better accommodate
changing user needs, in addition to the separated
buildings operating as loops to complete the
enclosure of the courtyards and the modification of
residential units to a proper scale, living spaces
for various sized families are created, playground
toolkits are also presented in the courtyards to
activate this community. The new skin added to the
existing facade offers alternative circulation and
different scale shared space for residents, while
the old facade surfaces become flexible walls.
The intervention informs an organic system for
collective living, the connections are made both
physically and mentally, which would trigger
spontaneous contributions by residents.

9

Fig. 1. On September 13, 1958, the first large-scale blast furnace in Wuhan Iron & Steel Complex began production
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STATEMENT
Red Steel City is a historical residential
complex built 64 year ago for the first workers
of the Iron & Steel Complex in Wuhan, China, in
imitation of Soviet buildings under the help of
the former Soviet Union. Due to the shifting of
users, allocated housing are transformed to young
professional housing, the proposal is to improve
the residents' living conditions with various
units and shared space for programs, add plugins as platforms to complete the enclosure of the
courtyards, to reinforcing connection both with
buildings and residents.
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BACKGROUND
Prerequisite for industrilization
New China was founded in 1949, and the “First
1
Five-Year Plan” was launched in 1953, ended
in 1958. With the signing of the “Sino-Soviet
Friendship, Alliance and Mutual Assistance Treaty”,
China learned a lot from the Soviet Union in many
aspects during this period. Various industrial,
municipal and projects for public well-beings were
distributed in the Northeast, Southwest, Central
China and South China. There were more than 7,000
projects in total.
At the beginning of the founding of New China, the
development of steel was considered a prerequisite

for industrialization. Large-scale projects
1
suchas Wuhan Iron & Steel Complex , Anshan Iron
& Steel Complex and Benxi Iron & Steel Complex’s
renovationand expansion were launched. Wuhan Iron
& Steel Complex was under construction in 1955 and
put into production in 1958, making it the first
iron & steel complex in New China. By the end of
the “First Five-Year Plan”, an iron and steel
industry structure of these complexes was formed.
The national steel output reached 13.87 million
tons in 1959, which was 10 times that before the
3
“First Five-Year Plan” (1952) .

1 Yun Chen and others, “The First Five-Year Plan,” The first five-year plan § (1951).
2 Its predecessor was Hanyang Iron Works, which was established in 1890, marking the start of
China's modern steel industry.
3 The editorial board of China steel yearbook, ed., 2019 China Steel Yearbook, 2019.
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A project for public well-being

The people’s public facilities that the Soviet
Union included compromise a large number of
houses, schools and hospitals. Red Steel City, a
residential area where workers working in Wuhan
Iron & Steel Complex live, is also a project of
this special age as one of the projects for public
4
well-beings in Wuhan.

Fig. 2. Aerial view of Red Steel City
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Zhen, Xuefeng. "Integrity of cultural heritage and methods of overall protection." Tongji

University.
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Architecture mode from Soviet Union

Between 1933 and 1955, Stalinist architecture
was widely applied in Soviet Union which is the
5
architecture under the leadership of Joseph Stalin.
As part of the Soviet policy of rationalization of
the country, all cities were built to a general
development plan. Each was divided into districts,
with allotments based on the city’s geography.
Projects would be designed for whole districts,
visibly transforming a city’s architectural image.
Rebuilding war damage of Kiev represents one of the
largest projects of post-war architecture (19441950): Each city was divided into several regions,
and the plan was transformed into an architectural
6
image of a city.

Fig. 3. One of the 22 rejected projects for Kiev's reconstruction

With the experiences of Soviet Union’s urban
planning and construction, the industrial
residential areas in China adopted a unified style
in terms of architectural form, and the highly
categorized residential communities arranged in a
standardized paradigm were evenly distributed to
workers.

5

Stalinist architecture. http://www.wikiwand.com/en/Stalinist_architecture#.
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Stalinist architecture. http://www.wikiwand.com/en/Stalinist_architecture#.
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Planning of Wuhan

In September 1953, Soviet expert Balakin drew
his own sketch plan before his report in Wuhan,
clearly showing the first planned industrial zoneWuhan Iron and Steel Complex, which is the place
7
where workers living in Red Steel City worked.
The development of Wuhan Iron and Steel Complex
plays a pivotal role in the development of Central
China, which also makes Red Steel City an important
industrial residential area.

Fig. 4. Sketch of Wuhan city planning (schematic diagram) (Soviet expert Balakin plan
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Li, Hao. Eight Major Urban Planning—A Historical Study of Urban Planning in the Early

Years of New China. China Construction Industry Press, 2016.
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Fig. 5. "Report of the Soviet Expert Balakin on the Urban Planning of Wuhan" transcript file
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Timeline
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SITE DOCUMENTATION
Site analysis
The Soviet architectural mode had a significant
impact on China’s industrial housing at that time.
Take Red Steel City as an example, it was very
famous in China at that time and it was a place
familiar to many industrial workers.
The overall structure of the “Red Steel City”
is based on the layout of the “ 囍 ” (happiness)
building, which is more regular in terms of plan
8
layout and prefers central axis symmetry. The
planning of the residential area is mainly based
on the combination of commercial and residential
buildings, which is convenient for residents.
There are corresponding supporting facilities in
the surrounding area, such as schools, commercial
streets, movie theaters, etc. The original

courtyard of Red Steel City adopts the form of “coyard” residential courtyard space, which is warm
and safe. Several neighborhoods are combined into
an overall layout, and the districts are divided
horizontally. The vertical “checkerboard” layout
makes houses neatly and uniformly arranged and
9
emphasizes enclosure and symmetry. Residential
buildings are arranged along the street, public
buildings are in the center of the residential
area, and the houses are around them with a strong
sense of form and order.
Under the current construction plan most local
residents have moved away, most of the buildings
will be torn down and a small part of it would
remain as industrial heritage site.

8 Huang, Yaqin. “Research on the Protection and Renewal Orientation of Old
Workers’Community Under the View of Industrial Heritage.” Wuhan University of
Technology, Urbanism and Architecture, 2019, pp. 21–24.
9 TANG Wen, SONG Xiao-fei. Research on Soviet Architectural Design Pattern in Early
Republic of China, Illustrated by the Case of Neighborhood 9 of Read Steel City Wuhan. School
of Fine Arts, Central China Normal University, 2015.
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Location

Hubei porvince, China

Wuhan

Qingshan district

Site
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20
Destination

Site

The first residential area
of the Complex

Former shantytown

Other residential area
of the Complex

The Complex

Distribution of worker's
housing
Red Steel City was in the urge to offer housings to
the workers of the Complex, so it directly copied
the layout from the former Soviet Union. While there
was still lack of housing, some workers just lived
in shantytowns. The following commercial housings
were more a reflection of the trend of their own
period’s layout style, and characteristics can be
shown as follows: Units are obviously larger, more
than one bathroom is still not preferred, etc.
Slab-type housing becomes a trend after 2000 for
its north-south transparency to maintain good
indoor ventilation.
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Land use
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Programs involved in daily activities
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Layout before 2019
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Module
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Plan
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Elevation
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Photo documentation

Fig. 6. South street facade

Fig. 7. Northwest corner street facade
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Fig. 8. Courtyard view

Fig. 9. Courtyard view
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Fig. 10. Detail of the facade

Fig. 11. Detail of the facade
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Fig. 12. Detail of the stairwell

Fig. 13. Detail of the stairwell
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EXPLORATION, ISSUES & RESOLUTION
Vision of residents
The old residents rely largely on the site, to meet
their social needs. They know each other well as
they are both neighbors and colleagues and contact
a lot, making Red Steel City more than a place to
live.
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Spontaneous transformation
addition & demolition
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Shifting of Users
Old vs. new
As the main motivation is the shifting of users,
it is vital to make comparison and figure out the
new needs. The proposal of the young professionals
housing is based on the policy of the city, that
is to keep young workforce staying by offering
housings specially for them.
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Lifestyle

37

Strategy
Rule 1: Circulation Invasion

Rule 2: Units Adaptation
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Rule 3: Plug-ins for Connection
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Plan

40

The modification follows the
existing structures, new
doors on the facade also
take away where windows were
located. Compact units have
become larger, and types of
units have increased.
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A view of one of the units in module 2, from
living room to the entrance, where the platform is
presented outside.
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Small-scale shared space
Nursery|Workspace
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Medium-scale shared space

Workshop|Cafe
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A view of
workshop.
interact,
triggered

the platform next to the painting
The vague boundary allows people to
and spontaneous contributions would be
by the residents.
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Medium-scale shared space
Playground toolkits
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Courtyard's life
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Exploded axonometric view
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Moments

49

Section
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A view of the courtyard, where residents can make
use of the large space and enjoy.
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City-scale axonometric view
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As this pattern of transformation applying to
Red Steel City, it could also be tested in other
buildings, and become a universal way to activate
collective housing and the community.
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